The French inchoative se mettre à and the grammaticalisation process by Verroens, Filip
NRG 4 New reflections on Grammaticalization 4.   University of Leuven 16-19 July 2008  
 
http://wwwling.arts.kuleuven.be/nrg4/ 
 
The French inchoative se mettre à and the grammaticalisation process 
 
Filip Verroens (Ghent University) 
 
In this paper, based on ongoing Phd-research, we will discuss the French inchoative construc-
tion se mettre à and its possible relation to the grammaticalisation process. Our analysis will 
be corpus-based and presented from a purely synchronic perspective. 
 On the syntactic level, we will examine in detail the valency frame of the construction, 
with particular attention to the function of the reflexive se. According to Ruwet (1990) the 
clitic se in se mettre à is a “pronom réfléchi” whereas Gross (1975) and Peeters (1993) clas-
sify it rather as a “pronom neutre”. We will take up the debate and examine to what extent an 
analysis in terms of reanalysis can be proposed.   
 On the lexico-semantic level, most Romance languages show similar inchoative con-
structions based on a main verb with the proper meaning of to take or to grasp (Coseriu 
1976).  If Schogt (1968) is to be credited, the construction in question is derived from the full 
lexeme mettre (to place something somewhere) and se mettre à would have gone through a 
progressive process of semantic bleaching. In this respect, he notices a difference in the se-
mantics of mettre between examples (1) and (2).   
 
(1)  Je me mets à travailler. 
(2)  Je me mets à réfléchir 
 
In (1), contrary to (2), the verb would maintain some characteristics of a  “motion” event. If, 
however, the process of semantic bleaching of the inchoative se mettre à is to be considered 
as  fully completed, it should be semantically empty as an aspectual morpheme. Conse-
quently, the construction should be used in an entirely neutral way and be compatible with all 
types of verbs (Schmid 1984). We will examine to what extent this is actually the case. Evi-
dence for this paper is taken from Frantext (written literary corpus), Le Soir (written journal-
istic corpus) and  Corpaix (spoken French)  
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